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What can Higher Education Learn from the 
Workplace? 
 
 
David Boud and Donna Rooney1 
 
 
5.1  Introduction 
 
Teaching and learning in higher education are built on long traditions, shaping the 
form and orientation of what is regarded as important. While major external 
influences have affected the subject matter of courses, the organization of learning has 
been viewed as part of the normal business of universities and colleges. Technology is 
currently exerting a major influence, extending the range of teaching and learning 
practices and adding new media to the repertoire. An outside observer might conclude 
that higher education possesses all there is to know about learning, and that with a 
few digital enhancements, its knowledge was complete. 
 
We might contrast this higher education setting with another, where perhaps even 
more learning occurs. In this setting, learning happens over long periods of time 
without structured courses or the intervention of teachers. Little if any direct 
supervision of learning takes place, and certification of achievement is typically 
absent. Compared to the intensity of these features in higher education, we might be 
surprised if worthwhile learning of any kind ever occurs. This second setting is of 
course the workplace and work and life-related activities - where people tend to spend 
more of their time than they do in education, and arguably, where much of what they 
need to know and do on an everyday basis is learned and practiced. 
 
It is not the intent of this chapter to suggest that learning at work is preferable and that 
we should adopt its practices in higher education—far from it. However, what has 
evolved through research in recent years is a much greater appreciation of how 
learning occurs in settings outside educational institutions – without the normal 
artefacts, drivers and frameworks that are taken as commonplace and necessary 	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within these institutions. From the perspective of the educator it can be a mystery how 
so much worthwhile learning takes place in what is apparently an alien setting. 
 
What we seek to do in this chapter is bring the perspective of learning at work to that 
of higher education and explore what this viewpoint might contribute to an 
understanding of how to make learning more effective in a formal context. What can 
we learn from situations in which learning occurs without teaching and without 
continuous certification through grading? It is important that we gain such an 
appreciation because the majority of our courses are preparing students to operate and 
continue to learn in this very context. If our students can only learn with the support 
and intensive framing of the kind they encounter in universities and colleges, how 
well equipped are they to take their place in society? This concern addresses not how 
students can be more effectively trained vocationally, but rather what can be missed 
when we assume there is little to be learned from the world of practice. 
 
We write from the perspective of researchers involved in the study of learning at work 
who operate simultaneously in the world of higher education. We draw upon ideas 
that are becoming commonplace in research on learning outside educational 
institutions, and illustrate these with examples from our own studies. We have found 
that research on workplace learning offers alternatives to the individualized, cognitive 
and behavioural understandings of learning that traditionally have dominated research 
on pre-service learning. 
 
The approach we take here is to start by considering the changing context of higher 
education, and in particular the demands of a changing student population and the 
range of outcomes required. We focus then on the world beyond education and 
identify the flourishing of research and conceptualisation about learning in non-
educational settings. From this we take a set of the key ideas that we believe have 
particular resonance. Using these ideas, we explore what the implications might be if 
we saw higher education through an external lens to draw attention to the 
pervasiveness of learning in all settings. Such a viewpoint leads to practices which 
may be challenging to existing institutions, but which offer students something absent 
from the conventional ways in which they are expected to learn. We will see that 
while some of these ideas have already been incorporated into courses, the 
conventional assumptions made about what is legitimate learning in the academy have 
constrained our thinking about new possibilities. 
 
 
5.2 Changing Students and Context of Higher Education 
 
Higher education is shaped by the socio-economic context in which it is located. In 
recent times, a blurring of boundaries has seen higher education become more open to 
the influences of its broader environments. One important example involves the way 
in which the economic agendas of governments, and their associated rhetoric about 
the role of education in preparing students for work, provide new justifications for 
higher education.  
 
While learning remains the raison d'etre for higher education, it is generally 
underpinned by a desire for students to make meaningful contributions to the world 
beyond the academy. A great deal (although admittedly not all) of this can be 
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understood as students’ potential for contributing to society through some form of 
practice in the world beyond education. We also know that future work is a common 
focus for most higher education graduates. So there is mutual dependence between the 
activities of work and the activities of higher education. It is clear that current as well 
as future changes will involve a continued emphasis on the role of higher education in 
preparing students both for highly skilled work with the general education that should 
accompany this, and for whatever unknowns the future will bring. While in many 
cases it will be impossible to predict what this specific practice will be, we can 
confidently anticipate that students will go out to practice in even more complex 
social, ethical and economic worlds.  
 
So, who are these students – these future practitioners? This question draws attention 
to a second, related change that has affected higher education: a wider acceptance of 
the importance of education. The concept of lifelong learning has morphed from its 
humanistic beginnings to a critical component of advanced economies.  It is not only 
governments that recognize the importance of learning for productivity, but also the 
populace. Participation in higher education is more widely promoted than ever before. 
Higher education has increasingly become a widespread enterprise: no longer the 
pursuit of an elite few. Young people, and their families, from all parts of society 
believe that a higher education promises a brighter and more lucrative future, or at the 
very least they fear that without higher education a less prosperous and gloomy future 
will await them. Many people already accept considerable debts in the promise of 
such a future, and in our part of the world—Australia and more generally the whole of 
Asia— there are few signs of this trend diminishing.  
 
But growing student populations reflective of a wider community is not the only 
change. Other social phenomena such as increased migration; overseas students and 
ageing populations also are reshaping higher education. Few national populations 
comprise homogeneous cultural and ethnic groups; therefore heterogeneous student 
populations are becoming not only the norm but can be expected to increase in extent 
as subsequent generations graduate.  
 
Further still, in terms of ageing societies, and coupled with (and a general acceptance 
of) demands for lifelong learning, we commonly see mature students enrolling. While 
this trend has been observed in undergraduate programs, it is more universally 
obvious in postgraduate studies: moreover when most people have an undergraduate 
degree, the demand for postgraduate studies rises. The resounding ideal of lifelong 
learning, as well as workforce expectations for ongoing professional learning, has 
become normalized. Higher education can anticipate more participation by older, 
experienced and already highly skilled people, at multiple intervals throughout their 
work lives. 
 
Beyond these developments other boundaries are blurring. Students are increasingly 
crossing back and forth between higher education and the working world. The 
growing student population increasingly is employed before and during their program 
of study: increased tuition fees and less affluent backgrounds exacerbate this trend. 
Student-workers cross between higher education and the world beyond in more fluid 
and iterative ways. In Australia, for example, it is common for undergraduates to have 
significant work experience prior to enrolment, with many also maintaining 
concurrent part time work alongside full time study (Smith & Patton 2013). The 
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growing mature-aged population is also dipping in and out of education on a regular 
basis (Fragoso et al. 2013). The already normalized workplace demands for 
continuing professional education ensures this will continue into the future.  
 
However, we should not expect the changing student population to engage in the 
same ways as their predecessors. Aside from the ubiquitous nature of social and other 
digital media, today's students will be intolerant of many of the arbitrary constraints 
of existing institutions: why attend classes each week in units of an hour to be briefed 
on what is required of them? Why enrol in programs over many years? Why limit 
oneself to a particular place or institution? As they will be familiar within the world of 
work through their concurrent employment, they will demand new forms of flexibility 
of provision: why limit oneself to the normal working day or working week? They 
will want higher education to be responsive to them in all the ways to which other 
aspects of society have become responsive to the consumer in a multimedia age. 
 
The growing phenomena of regular student boundary crossings will shape what is to 
come in terms of what students expect and accept from their higher education 
experience. Students are unlikely to tolerate patronizing educational processes, which 
may spark further demands for more authentic learning that helps them fulfil their 
pursuits in the world.  
 
5.3 Learning in Higher Education and Beyond  
 
Learning is of course a normal activity in the contemporary world beyond higher 
education. For students, the world consists of various domains including family and 
friends, community, the marketplace, and work. These domains engender a range of 
human activities, and one of these is learning. Learning is a natural human process 
that occurs in all domains of life. While learning through participation in everyday 
activities has occurred throughout time, the perceived value of learning in some 
domains of the life-world has amplified calls for learning societies. While some call 
for the creation of a learning society, others would say that for many, it is already 
realized (Field 2006). A significant amount of learning has been identified in all sites 
of human life: in families; in communities and civic institutions; and in workplaces. 
What is more, this learning has potential to make a significant difference to the 
various practices that occur across all domains. Just as learning in higher education 
changes future practice, so too does learning in families change parenting practices, 
learning in communities impacts on civic engagement, and learning at work changes 
work. In other words, learning changes practice – no matter what the setting. And, of 
course, in a reciprocal way, engagement in practices leads to learning. 
 
An acceptance of the significant learning occurring in domains of life other than 
educational institutions, as well as an acceptance of the potential to change or 
improve practice, provides a turning point for higher education. While such 
acceptance may unsettle any perceived monopoly held by educational institutions on 
preparing students for future practice, it also helps us to rethink higher education and 
to ask useful questions of our own practices. It may be that some of the things we take 
for granted in higher education—and which were useful in the past—are not needed 
in the way we conventionally assume. 
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5.4 Workplace Learning  
 
It is impossible to imagine higher education without considering learning. After all, 
learning is our raison d'etre. A wealth of educational research has amassed to theorize 
learning and to provide evidence for various pedagogical initiatives. While this is an 
appropriate strategy, focusing on educational practices alone risks neglecting 
important insights that come from learning research in other domains. For instance, 
many years of workplace research has shown people successfully learning in and for 
work by and large in the absence of teachers, courses and formal assessment (Malloch 
et al. 2011, Biesta et al. 2011). This new tranche of research has potential to enhance 
what we already know about learning, and perhaps to suggest new and different 
practices. Importantly, workplace learning is not just another site for learning, using 
work as the focus can transform how we view learning practices. The following 
section turns to learning dimensions of work itself.  In doing so it shifts focus from 
the dominance of research on educational practices within the academy to the 
emerging body of workplace research. 
 
While people have always learned from participating in employment, the past two 
decades have witnessed a groundswell of interest in this learning. Not only is industry 
convinced that learning promises competitive advantages, but also the exponential 
nature of the changing world adds weight to the need for continual learning. While 
this research differs on several points, there are some key themes that emerge from 
across various workplace-learning studies. 
 
5.4.1 Embedded  
 
A first key theme is that learning is embedded in everyday activities. While the axiom 
of ‘learning by doing’ is commonly acknowledged, workplace-learning research 
provides useful empirical accounts of where workers learn ‘on the job’ in the process 
of performing their substantive duties. In some cases learning may be the result of 
workers facing a particular challenge or problem in their work, which in turn provides 
impetus for them to decide on a particular course of learning. For instance, they may 
consult a documentary source, or seek advice from someone they consider suitably 
knowledgeable or experienced (Boud & Middleton 2003). In other cases learning may 
be completely tacit. Through the continuing practice of what they do they may learn 
new or better ways of doing it.  
 
Many early accounts of workplace learning made use of the concept of formal and 
informal learning to describe this phenomenon. Set against ‘formal learning’ in a 
binary relationship, informal learning became a useful concept to explain how 
workers simultaneously learn about their practice through performing it (Marsick & 
Watkins 2001).  In later workplace learning research the formal/informal binary was 
problematized and more complex understandings emerged in recognition that there 
are formal practices within informal learning, and informal practices certainly occur 
in formal learning (Colley, Hodkinson & Malcom 2003).  Contemporary workplace 
research is more tentative and recognizes the limitations of relying on such a simple 
distinction. The use of the term ‘everyday’ learning has emerged in response to this 
complexity (Rooney & Solomon 2006) in recognition that learning is embedded in 
everyday activities. New ideas and a series of theoretical ‘turns’ have resulted in a 
growing array of theories of workplace learning. For instance, complex models 
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describe how people learn in their working lives (Illeris 2011); new models suggest 
how work and learning can be integrated (Ellström 2001); and more general theories 
and philosophies address workplace learning (Hager 2008 2011).  
 
Despite theoretical differences, what can be gleaned by consideration of this research 
is the agreement that learning occurs as part of everyday activities at work. It is not a 
separate activity but is embedded in work itself. 
 
5.4.2 Situated  
 
A second and related theme from workplace learning research is the idea that learning 
is situated. Work and workplaces have come to be understood as more than mere 
backdrops or stages where everyday learning occurs. Learning emerges as a necessary 
response to the contingencies of the situations in which people find themselves. 
Learning ceases only when the demands of the environment cease to change. Material 
arrangements along with the way work is organized can hinder or foster learning. For 
example, particular types of physical spaces, or organizational structures or events, 
can shape how workers come in contact with each other, thus affording opportunities 
for learning (Billett 2001, 2004). While the archetypal setting of conversations around 
the water cooler or photocopier provides a simple example, more complex examples 
can be found in research accounts. In our own studies we noted an instance where the 
introduction of computers in the vehicles of field workers actually hindered learning 
opportunities (Boud, Rooney & Solomon 2009). While the initiative was meant to 
expedite work, it also meant that the workers were no longer required to make regular 
trips back to the office – a practice that had previously provided important 
opportunities to actively seek information from other field workers and management.  
 
5.4.3 Social 
 
A third theme to evolve from workplace learning research is the social nature of work 
and, through extension, the social nature of workplace learning. Work in any field is 
rarely an individual endeavour. All work is connected with that of others even when 
they are not physically present. Work practices involve relationships, which can 
provide opportunities for everyday learning. What is worth noting here is that the 
formalised teacher/student relationship is generally absent. Indeed, in workplaces 
everyone has potential to be both a ‘teacher’ and a ‘learner’ – sometimes 
simultaneously and often unacknowledged. The social arrangements of work afford 
all sorts of opportunities to learn on the job.  
 
Ironically, when such everyday learning support is formalised its effectiveness can be 
much diminished. Obligations to co-workers are strong when not part of formal job 
descriptions. When they are officially inscribed, however, relationships change and 
co-workers no longer are seen as peers. Trust must be built anew (Boud, Rooney & 
Solomon 2009). 
 
The popular idea of ‘communities of practice’ (Lave & Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998; 
Wenger & Snyder 2000) has drawn attention to how newcomers are inducted in 
indirect ways to the field of practice – not unlike the apprenticeship model in which 
newcomers are inducted into full practice by senior or more experienced practitioners 
in the same field. Working alongside others on common or related tasks can result in 
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learning. While the notion of communities of practice have endured they have also 
come under increased scrutiny (Gherardi, Nicolini & Odella 1998). Among such 
critiques are claims that ‘communities of practice’ fail to account for the 
interdisciplinary nature of contemporary work. Lave and Wenger’s (1991) original 
study described how homogeneous communities of tailors worked together and how 
newcomers’ peripheral participation gradually moved them toward the centre. In 
contrast, contemporary workers work alongside a range of others including those who 
do not share the same professional background (e.g. doctors with nurses and social 
workers, etc.). In our own research we have noted how engineers’ work involves 
collaborations with environmental scientists, construction workers, and customers – 
and how these relationships provide learning opportunities for the engineers (Rooney 
et al. 2014). These ideas have been accepted to a limited extent in higher education, 
particularly for professional development of teaching staff. However, they are often 
misunderstood as implying that communities of practice can be deliberately contrived 
even when work relationships and workflow do not lend themselves to being 
conceptualised in this way. This is not to suggest that use of the idea is limited, but 
that like all concepts developed for one purpose, caution must be exercised when 
translating them to another area without awareness of crucial differences of context. 
 
5.4.5 A Practice Focus 
 
A central feature of these aforementioned workplace learning themes is a theorised 
concept of practice.  This concept is providing a new lens for workplace learning 
researchers (Eraut 2010; Hager, Lee & Reich 2012; Norland & Jenson 2012; Reeves 
& Forde 2004). Such a perspective helps us to recognize how learning is embedded in 
everyday work activities, how practice and learning are intimately associated and 
intertwined in a range of social relationships, and finally how practices and learning 
are materially mediated. Practices enable us to see work and learning not in the 
exclusively individualistic terms of the educational institution, but in terms of the 
conduct of real tasks in genuine settings with consequences beyond those of the 
people directly involved. ‘Practice’ is an important unit of analysis as it moves 
beyond notions of knowledge and skill to link these to the activities and contexts in 
which they are manifest, thus positioning them as embedded, social and situated 
phenomena. This focus can be framed in different ways and one must note that 
practice theory is not a unified body of work. Subtle (and not so subtle) variations and 
emphasis exist. However, ‘practice’ does provide a unifying focus for the ideas above 
as well as a way forward in considering the practices of higher education itself (Boud 
& Brew 2013). 
 
5.5 Learning Practices in Higher Education and Work 
 
While many lessons can be drawn from the world of work we should also be 
conscious of important differences between learning in and beyond higher education. 
To do this we start with various and enduring practices common across most of the 
sector. These are recognizably educational practices and have come to be understood 
as germane to the business of education. They include designing the curriculum, 
preparing and presenting lectures, creating assessment tasks, and issuing 
qualifications. All of these practices ‘make sense’ for higher education and have been 
found to facilitate the prescribed learning. In addition, various relationships (e.g., 
teacher-student) are assumed in these practices. These arrangements, along with the 
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material arrangements of classrooms, lecture halls and learning technologies, combine 
to give meaning to higher education - all with the purpose of bringing about learning. 
As the individual learner enters the site he or she submits to a broad acceptance of 
these arrangements—the institution in which he or she has entered shapes his or her 
learning practices. At various points students’ learning is assessed. Notwithstanding 
carefully considered pedagogies that emphasize and purposefully maximize peer 
learning, mutual inquiry or collaboration, ultimately it is the individual that is 
assessed. Importantly, while learning may contribute to a student's work, or future 
work an important distinction here is that work is only ever secondary to the practices 
of learning: learning is the privileged activity.  
 
In contrast to the learning practices of the student are the learning practices of the 
worker-learner. In the work context, the material, social and relational arrangements 
of higher education are absent. Workplace learning does not include pre-determined 
curricula; rather, learning can occur as the result of a worker or a team of workers 
facing a particular challenge or problem.  While they may set themselves the task of 
learning something, it is workers themselves who give structure to any learning 
project – deciding what is to be learned and how to go about learning it. To this end 
they may consult a documentary source, or approach peers they deem to be 
experienced or knowledgeable on the topic (Boud & Middleton 2003). In terms of 
assessment, again it is the workers, sometimes in conjunction with their managers, 
who decide whether learning has occurred and to what extent. While at times this may 
be an individual assessment, it can often be a collective assessment – such as a team 
acknowledging the accomplishment of their collective learning as result of a team 
project.  Alternatively, learning may be tacit in the sense that it occurred 
spontaneously during daily practices (e.g. the engineers example provided earlier) and 
go unnoticed altogether. Ultimately, it is the final product from the learning period 
that is judged by others, and not the stages of learning. Regardless of how it occurs, 
work is central here, and learning is always secondary to work.  In other words, and in 
contrast to the student experience, working is the privileged activity.  
 
5.6 Intermediate Activities 
 
So far we have elucidated the distinctions between learning in education and learning 
at work. However, some practices bring these two areas together. In this section we 
turn to some intermediate activities that attempt to reconcile the polarities of work and 
education. Some of these intermediate activities are work-based and seek to cross the 
divide to education, whereas others are education-based and seek to cross the divide 
to work. While sharing an intermediary function, they start from different kinds of 
places: one in educational institutions, the other in workplaces. Here we concentrate 
on the former: that is, educationally based activities that seek to cross the divide 
between learning and work. 
 
Higher education increasingly offers students opportunities to apply newly acquired 
knowledge and skills through intermediate activities in workplaces and civil society. 
While initiated by higher education, these activities typically manifest as students 
being absent from campus for periods of time. Common examples of these activities 
include practicums, internships, fieldwork, cooperative education, field education, 
sandwich courses and service learning (Cooper, Orrel & Bowden 2010, pp. 38-9). 
While these examples are not new, their importance has intensified through 
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amplification of the perceived accountability of higher education to produce particular 
kinds of graduates. The power of these activities comes not necessarily from the 
knowledge and skills that students acquire—for often there is considerable variation 
in these within a cohort —but from the immersion of learners in settings with 
authentic challenges. These are not contrived for the purposes of making an 
educational point; rather, they exist regardless of whether a learner is present. This 
gives students a sense of embedded engagement in the world and a focus on making a 
difference, no matter how modest, to real problems. It is manifestly not about working 
for grades. 
 
However, intermediate activities need not involve engagement in external activities at 
all. Within university-based programs other examples can be found. Some courses 
intentionally seek to provide authentic-rich learning tasks that draw on ‘real life’ 
workplace problems, scenarios and/or examples (for example see Seron & Silbey 
2009).  Other examples include simulation activities in which students are safely 
scaffolded into full participation in professional areas. An exponential growth in 
simulation technologies in health-related programs demonstrates the importance 
accorded these activities.  
 
 
5.7 Implications for Higher Education 
 
A consideration of intermediary activities raises some interesting issues for 
universities. For example, given that educational institutions must satisfy the 
accrediting regimes that regulate them, tensions can arise between good practice in 
higher education and external contexts and demands. These tensions can sometimes 
deter any innovative practice (Seron & Silbey 2009). This is not to say that we should 
maintain the status quo, but it does remind us that we need to balance innovation with 
the realities of the broader world in which we operate. The following ideas might be 
considered in exploring the implications for higher education practices. 
 
5.7.1 Being a ‘Learner’ is not as Powerful as Being a Producer 
 
In workplaces, being seen as a ‘learner’ is not always a desirable state of affairs 
(Scheeres et al. 2010). It implies that one may not be a fully functioning member of 
the workgroup but a person of lesser status, ‘like having ‘L’ plates around one’s neck’ 
as one of our respondents reported to us. In education, the term ‘learner’ is not 
questioned. Indeed, it is seen as a desirable identity: the process of students making 
the transition to adopt the identity of learner is an important part of the process of 
getting them to not look to the teacher to meet their needs. However, we should 
perhaps question whether the identity of learner is a good one even in education. It 
may not be a sufficiently strong one no matter what the context. There are moves to 
shift undergraduate courses so that students see themselves as knowledge producers 
rather than knowledge consumers (e.g. Manathunga, Kiley, Boud & Cantwell 2012) 
 
Perhaps we need to reconceptualize education not as an activity that produces the 
rather intangible output of learning, but rather as something more substantive and 
worthwhile. If we viewed students as engaged in meaningful tasks which lead to 
producing something that is intrinsically valuable, we could begin to focus on those 
activities that lead to meaningful learning—participating in the tasks themselves (cf 
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Hattie 2009) — and not just some artificial product used solely to judge the 
achievement of some disembodied learning goal. Students could become invested in 
something that they can own and be proud of as they do when engaged in the range of 
intermediate activities discussed above. Our existing forms of assessment essentially 
ignore what students substantively produce: it is rarely recorded and formally 
celebrated in institutional certification but it is read merely (by teachers) in order to 
contribute to a certificate. The focus on grading rather than the production of a 
material work product may be the greatest inhibitor of student engagement and 
worthwhile learning. Students, like workers, learn whatever is necessary to produce 
something worthwhile. 
 
5.7.2 The Conduct of Tasks is not an Isolated Activity 
 
Learning at work is a social enterprise; in the university it is very individualistic. 
Sfard (1998) characterises the differences in learning in the two settings through the 
metaphors of acquisition (for what occurs in educational institutions) and 
participation (for learning in work). Acquisition is an individual act although it may 
occur partially in a social setting. Participation is necessarily social.  At work, what 
people produce together is what counts. Even when teachers promote group tasks or 
peer learning in their classrooms, they do so to promote individual learning (e.g., 
‘learning to work as part of a team’). While a student may be assigned a group grade 
for particular tasks throughout their course, ultimately the student is judged and 
certified individually.  
 
Such a view is a limiting condition on what can be achieved. It privileges certain 
kinds of learning outcomes over others (individual knowledge and skills over working 
together) and constrains the use of a wide range of pedagogic practices known to 
enhance learning (principally the use of peer learning activities). While we have seen 
the injection of group tasks and even group assessment into the curriculum, this is 
inevitably restricted and treated with suspicion by teachers and students, if not 
external parties. The role of the institution in the certification of learning and the 
ubiquity of grading creates formidable constraints. 
 
Addressing this situation involves not just a matter of implementing more peer 
learning and providing more opportunities for students to work together on substantial 
meaningful tasks, worthwhile as these may be.  It requires creating opportunities and 
environments where students spend time working with their peers rather than in 
lecture halls listening to experts. It requires a reversal of thinking about the default 
scenario in educational programs. At present it is exposure to teachers followed by 
study activity, but perhaps this practice needs to evolve toward an emphasis on study 
activity, what has become recently fashionable as ‘flipped learning’. Weaning 
students off teachers as such involves a fundamental reconceptualization of their role 
in the direction of becoming managers and facilitators of learning environments. 
Moreover, questions of how we prepare students to be ‘teachers’ in their workplaces 
can also compound the need to consider new and different practices. 
 
5.7.3 Appropriation of Assessment for Learners 
 
One of the greatest disparities between higher education and the practices in higher 
education and the world beyond lies in assessment (Boud 2009). Learning at work 
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commonly involves determining what constitutes good work and identifying ways to 
ascertain whether one is performing at that level prior to scrutiny by supervisors. This 
process is reflected to some extent in what high achieving students do in their courses. 
However, the practice of deliberate self-assessment is far from widespread, and 
weaker students find it very problematic (Boud, Lawson and Thompson, 2013). A key 
learning skill with direct applicability to the world of work is the ability to make 
judgements about one’s own work: ‘what constitutes successful completion of the 
task’, and ‘is this good enough to meet the requirements for this kind of work?’ 
Current unilateral assessment systems in which outcomes are defined by others, 
assessment tasks are fixed by others and others determine assessment processes, do 
not prepare students for making judgements on their own work and that of others that 
they will necessarily encounter following graduation. 
 
In education, most important decisions in assessment are removed from the learner. 
Students rarely have to identify the sources of appropriate standards for their work 
and how to interpret them. They rarely have to ascertain how they will determine 
whether their work meets these standards. And they seldom have to justify their own 
judgements. This work is done for them, as if the most important task is the 
demonstration of narrow learning goals rather being able to operate on and make 
judgements about a real task with demands of its own. The pre-processing of 
assessment activities and the removal of engagement of students with the most 
important features (standards, making judgements) leaves them ill equipped for the 
complex challenges that follow graduation. A reconfiguration of what assessment 
involves and the activities surrounding it needs to occur. 
 
5.7.4 Making Up one’s Own Learning 
 
Contrary to popular belief and the assumptions of human resource development, 
workers continually remake their own jobs (Price, Scheeres & Boud 2009). They 
recognise what is a priority for their organisation and shift their own activities in the 
direction of making work more satisfying for themselves and, if they are to be 
accepted within the organisation, satisfying to their employer as well. This leads to 
both parties being content and to better work outcomes. Through such an approach, 
workers tailor their work to suit both their own needs and interests and that of their 
employer. Similar approaches could be used more frequently in formal courses, but 
there is often little scope for students to make the objects of study their own. If 
everyone in a class has the same task, how can students develop the same investment 
as when they tailor it to their own interests? 
 
The challenge of a mass higher education is how to treat it as if it were not a mass 
production system producing identical outputs. While there may be economies of 
scale, we should not lose sight of the importance of choice and selection within the 
overall parameters of a course. This approach promotes engagement as well as a 
diversity of products to meet the diversity of expectations of graduates. Such 
accommodation is just as possible in courses with external professional requirements 
as it is in those without them. 
 
Furthermore, this ‘making up one's own learning’ is not just about individuals making 
decisions about what they produce – it can also provide opportunities for groups of 
students to do the same. Negotiating learning with others for collective benefit is also 
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a feature of working practice.  
 
5.8 Conclusion 
 
To summarise, we see some fruitful directions for higher education coming from our 
analysis of the application of what we know about learning and work to the context of 
education. Many of these suggestions are consistent with recommendations from 
other educational research. First, higher education could focus more on students 
working on substantial tasks meaningful to them, as well as create environments that 
support students working with others on such tasks. Secondly, there is a need to shift 
assessment thinking to prioritize the importance of determining quality and 
foreground the importance of working out what counts as good and making 
judgements about one’s own work (again, with others). Finally, we need less focus on 
direct mass instruction—either face-to-face or digitally mediated— as its role in an 
embodied, contextual world is diminishing. However, reduction in instruction as such 
implies much greater access to learning resources as needed for larger tasks. In short, 
the emphasis is on what students do, with other people. It constitutes a shift from 
satisfying the disembodied other to a more contextualised, more engaged and more 
realistically productive focus. 
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